


































































































Living in a family household is the most important factor in avoiding poverty if one is old in the United States.

marital status should be a significant negative
predictor of personal income among women and,
perhaps, a positive predictor among men.

Personal income is derived from the lifetime earn-
ings of each old person. It is also tied to a per-
son’s ability to save and invest. Nonetheless,
elderly men in family households (which may in-
clude spouses and/or other relatives) have higher
personal incomes than those in nonfamily house-
holds. The reverse is true for women (21). Earn-
ings capacity resembles the marriage factor in
which greater responsibility seems to be the in-
centive for men in family households to achieve
higher incomes. But, greater dependency seems to
hold for women. Since the sexes should have op-
posing tendencies, a lack of relationship between
living arrangements and personal income was hy-
pothesized. The separate regressions for men and
women, however, were expected to show a posi-
tive relationship between living arrangements and
personal income for men, and a negative rela-
tionship for women.

In this and other reports (9), older migrants’
greater affluence is documented. Migrants are
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people who move across county lines to establish
a new residence. Elderly migrants tend to be in
their relatively early retirement years, and age
would account for some of the difference in afflu-
ence between the migrants and long-term resi-
dents. Moving long distances requires capital,
however, and migrants typically possess greater
economic resources than nonmigrants. Therefore,
a positive relationship between being a migrant
and personal income was predicted.

It was expected that older inhabitants of the South
would have significantly lower incomes than
older people residing in the nonsouth because of
persisting differences in affluence among regions.
Metro residence was expected to be positively re-
lated to personal income. That older people who
live on city/suburban tracts of land will have
higher personal incomes than those who live in
rural farm or rural nonfarm residences was also
hypothesized.

Regression Results: Personal Income. Regression
analysis of personal income on personal and resi-
dential characteristics of older people shows that
personal income is largely explained by a small



number of their personal characteristics (table
22).

A person’s education and sex are the strongest
predictors of personal income. Elderly people
with the highest personal incomes are better edu-
cated and likely to be male. The positive effect of
education on the income of all adults is well doc-
umented. Among older people, the positive effect
most likely is the result of the greater accumu-
lated wealth, higher pensions, and larger Social
Security payments of better educated people who
held higher paying jobs during their working
vears. The average income of a man is higher than
that of a woman. This effect was not caused by
the fact that women are older than men, because
there was a control for age.

These findings underscore the need for programs
that recognize the differences in the status of
older men and women, for the problems of aging

Table 22—Regression of factors affecting personal
income of elderly 65 years of age or more

Dependent variable of personal income

Ing:ﬁ:ggzm Standardized Unstandardized
coefficient coefficient!
Age 0.01 7.588
(7.270)
Sex .25 4,306.729
(105.904)
Race .06 1,779.352
(175.193)
Education .25 542.429
: : (12.716)
Labor force status 15 3,925.141
(171.929)
Occupational status a7 2,001.957
(84.162)
Marital status —-.04 —-752.209
(147.133)
Living arrangements .00 52.152
(144.037)
Migration status -.01 —386.710
(161.103)
Region .01 —205.161
(103.261)
Metro/nonmetro

residence .05 891.733
(105.837)

Residence type .05 1,023.819
(115.904)

Constant NA —5,653.498
Rz = .26 NA NA

NA = Not applicable.
" Numbers in parentheses are standard errors.
Number of observations = 24,762.

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the C‘ensus,
Public Use Microdata Sample, 1980.

are, to a large extent, the problems of women.
Women live longer than men, outnumber men in
their cohort, and are more likely to become wid-
owed and to live alone than are men. Yet they
must cope with problems of aging on more lim-
ited financial resources.

The regression analysis also showed that par-
ticipating in the labor force and having higher
occupational status are associated with higher
personal incomes of older people. The magnitude
of the coefficients, however, is relatively small.
During the time of life when most people do not
work, working and holding a job of high status
are found to contribute to higher personal in-
comes for the minority of elderly who do work.
Moreover, median income from employment, ex-
cept from farming, is higher than from all other
sources. If older people are willing, able, and
have opportunities to work, they will be finan-
cially better off, even if they hold modest jobs.

Counter to expectations, age was not a significant
predictor of personal income. This outcome is in-
teresting, since the cross-tabulations show a drop
in economic resources with advancing age. Re-
gression results, however, indicate that factors as-
sociated with age such as the greater likelihood of
the younger elders to be working, and not simply
age, account for their higher personal incomes.

Race is not an important explanation for the dif-
ferences in personal income of older persons. The
result was in the predicted direction: personal in-
come is higher for whites than blacks. The magni-
tude of the coefficient, however, was not large.
Controlling for education in the regression equa-
tion probably eliminated some of the racial differ-
ence. Transfer payments to older people may have
reduced some of the disparities in the personal
income of older blacks and whites. And, because
the U.S. population is largely white, differences
in the personal income of the races would have to
be especially striking for the regression analysis
to show race as a significant factor.

Marital status had little effect on the personal in-
comes of older people. There is a perception in
the literature that the personal incomes of single
persons are not as high as those of married per-
sons (7). Whil= this is apparently the case for
older men, married older women are less likely to
have ever worked than unmarried women and are
less likely to have the inheritance benefits of wid-
ows. The sexes had counterbalancing tendencies,
as expected. Separate regression equations for
men and women confirmed differences in their
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personal income. Though not large, a positive re-
gression coefficient indicated that married older
men have somewhat higher personal incomes
than unmarried older men.

Being married has a negative and statistically sig-
nificant effect on the income of elderly females,
as hypothesized. Unmarried older women have
significantly higher personal incomes than mar-
ried older women. The indepedent variables hav-
ing large effects on personal incomes of men were
education, labor force status, and occupational
status. Among women, those same three variables
plus marital status were important predictors of
personal income. Thus, the findings for both men
and women were similar to the findings in the
overall regression equation with one exception:
marital status also affects the level of personal
income of older women.

The living arrangements of older people did not
explain their personal incomes. In the separate
regressions for men and women, living arrange-
ments also did not have significant effects on per-
sonal incomes, though the coefficients were in the
expected directions. Older men in family house-
holds had somewhat higher personal incomes
than older men in nonfamily households, while
the personal incomes of older women in non-
family households somewhat exceeded those of
women in family households.

Finally, among the individual characteristics of
older people, simply having migrant status did
not significantly affect level of personal income.
Even though the cross-tabulation provides evi-
dence that persons who migrate from metro to
nonmetro areas are more affluent than longer
term rural elderly inhabitants, they constitute
only a portion of all migrants. General studies of
domestic population migration patterns typically
find that migrants are more affluent than non-
migrants, regardless of origin or destination, be-
cause people who move long distances are often
those who can most easily afford to do so. This
trend is not as true, however, of the elderly as it is
of younger people, since the moves of many el-
derly people are necessitated by health-related
problems, death of a spouse, and consequent in-
come difficulties (27).

The migration status variable, moreover, has a
skewed distribution. Most people do not move
within any one relatively short period of time.
The amount of variation possible, or predictive
utility of the variable, is thus reduced. The predic-
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tive utility of the variable probably accounts for
the nonsignificant relationship between migration
status and personal income.

When all variables in the regression equation
were controlled, none of the residential character-
istics (which included region, metro/nonmetro
residence, and residence type) was found to be an
important predictor of the personal incomes of
older people. The limited independent influence
of residence characteristics on personal income
indicates that residential differences observed in
the cross-tabulations are due to clder people with
particular characteristics residing in particular lo-
cations, not simply place of residence. Labor mar-
ket conditions in different locations do not affect
most older people, since by the age of 65 most
have relatively fixed, portable incomes largely un-
tied to the economic conditions of an area.

The amount of variance in personal income ex-
plained by the independent variables, or R?, was
26 percent.® The regression analysis has shown
that four variables (education, sex, labor force sta-
tus, and occupational status) explain a good por-
tion of the variance in personal income. But a
large portion is also left unexplained.

Studies with a wider range of variables than those
available in the Public Use Microdata Sample of
the census may be able to explain more of the
variance in personal incomes of older people. For
example, age discrimination in hiring practices
may account for some variation in the personal
incomes of older people. It was shown that em-
ployed older persons tend to be concentrated in
industrial sectors in which there is relatively high
self-employment. Workers in these sectors are
more immune from the vagaries of employers’ hir-
ing practices. Age discrimination in hiring is not
easily measured, however. Measures of health and
disability would most likely account for a portion
of the variation in personal incomes of older peo-
ple. Preretirement financial planning is another
aspect of economic well-being that would be diffi-
cult to measure, though pertinent to the incomes
of older people. Studies that could make use of a
broader array of measures would, consequently,
be worthwhile.

The chief finding on how residence affects the
elderly’s personal income is that a concentration
of older people with certain personal characteris-

8 Variables discussed as having predictive power in ex-
plaining personal income were significant at the 0.05 or
higher level of probability.



tics contributes most to lower incomes in non-
metro areas. Residence in a nonmetro area in and
of itself has no effect on the lower incomes of
older inhabitants.

Hypothesized Relationships: Poverty Status. A
key reason for performing regression analyses on
both personal income and degree of poverty is to
compare the characteristics of older people that
contribute to their personal incomes and to the
poverty status of their households. If the factors
differ somewhat, it is important to know in what
ways they do so. The two factors were thus iso-
lated and analyzed separately.

For the regression analysis of poverty status (de-
gree of poverty), the identical set of independent
variables was used as was used in the personal
income equation. The same relationships were
posited as in the personal income analysis, except
for links predicted for marital status and living
arrangements. It was expected that older married
persons would be more likely to live in house-
holds above the poverty threshold than older un-
married persons. Furthermore, it was anticipated
that older people who live in family households
would be more likely to live above the poverty
threshold than older people who live in non-
family households.?

Regression Results: Poverty Status. Educational
attainment, race, marital status, and living ar-
rangements were significant predictors of poverty
status, or degree of poverty, among older people
(table 23). Older whites were more likely than
older blacks to live above the poverty threshold.
This finding reflects continuing economic in-
equality between black and white households in
the United States. The standardized coefficient,
though significant, is not as large as one might
have expected. The distribution on race is skewed,
which would tend to reduce the size of the regres-
sion coefficient. It could also be that transfer pay-
ments to older people have lessened economic
inequalities between blacks and whites, though
longitudinal data are not available to prove or
disprove that point. Controlling for educational
level may also have reduced the magnitude of the
difference on race.

Better educated older people were significantly
more likely to live in households above the pov-
erty line than were less educated older people.
This effect reconfirms the importance of educa-

9 See table 2 of (10).

tional attainment to the economic well-being of
people throughout life.

As hypothesized, marital status and living ar-
rangements explained significant amounts of vari-
ance in the degree of poverty among older
persons’ households. The direction of the rela-
tionship between marital status and degree of
poverty was opposite that expected, however.
After controlling for the effects of other variables
in the model, it was found that unmarried older
people were more likely than married older peo-
ple to live in households above the poverty line.

Living arrangements had a pronounced positive
effect on degree of poverty, indicating that older
people residing in family households are far less
likely to be impoverished than older people living
alone or with nonrelatives. When both marital
status and living arrangements were controlled,
however, it was found that older unmarried peo-
ple living in family households tended to be rela-
tively more likely than others to live above the

Table. 23—Regression of factors affecting poverty
status of eldery 65 years of age or more

Dependent variable of poverty

status
'ngaeg:ggim Standardized  Unstandardized
coefficient coefficient!
Age -0.09 -0.031
(.001)
Sex .02 .088
(.027)
Race 12 1.004
(.045)
Education .18 107
(.003)
Employment status .07 477
(.044)
Occupational status .09 .305
(.021)
Marital status -.13 -.601
(.038)
Living arrangements .51 2.510
(.037)
Migration status —-.02 -.131
(.041)
Region .04 .220
(.026)
Metro/nonmetro
residence .05 .260
(.027)
Residence type .19 1.085
(.030)
Constant NA 2.505
R2 = .38 NA NA

NA = Not applicable.
' Numbers in parentheses are standard errors.
Number of observations = 24,762.

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census,
Public Use Microdata Sample, 1980.
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poverty line. It is consequently the older people
living with nonspousal relatives in family house-
holds who are most likely to live in a household
above the poverty threshold. (At the least, their
households are less likely to be disadvantaged.)
Older people who live with a relative other than a
spouse most often live with an adult child (20).

Report findings suggest that the economic vul-
nerability of segments of the older population will
continue, but is masked by the fact that these
elderly join family households with working
members whose income raises them above the
poverty line. These elderly people would have
‘low household incomes were they not living with
working-age family members. They may have re-
linquished independent living arrangements to
avoid poverty. A great deal has been written in
recent years about the good economic status of
the U.S. elderly compared with that of younger
people (17). But, some have stressed that sug-
gested policy changes aimed at reducing the share
of Government spending on the elderly should be
designed with a means test, because economic
circumstances of the elderly vary widely (13).
Findings from the research prepared for this re-
port add support to the argument that economic
conditions are precarious for significant numbers
of the older population.

The standardized regression coefficient for living
arrangements was 0.51, which was by far the
largest of the coefficients in the regression equa-
tion. That result shows that living in a family
household is by far the most important factor in
raising the economic level of the elderly above the
poverty level.

The rest of the personal characteristics, age, sex,
labor force status, occupational status, and migra-
tion status, were unimportant predictors of house-
hold poverty, although all coefficients except
those for migration status were in the expected
direction. After controlling for other factors, it
was found that age and sex did not strongly influ-
ence degree of poverty.

These findings, while surprising, show the great
importance of living arrangements to the econom-
ic well-being of elderly people. What apparently
tends to thrust the oldest elders into poverty is the
greater likelihood of living alone. Moreover, after
living arrangements, marital status, occupational
status, and labor force status are accounted for,
older women are no more likely than older men
to live in households that are below the poverty
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threshold, since family households have an op-
portunity to pool their financial resources. Non-
relative households, consisting of single-person
households and a small number of households of
unrelated persons cannot combine resources at
all, or at least as effectively as family households.
Persons of more advanced age, and especially
women, are the members of the elderly popu-
lation who are most likely to live alone. During
the next 30-50 years, however, the economic con-
dition of older women should improve because
many more women will have been wage earners.

Labor force and occupational status also did not
have large effects on the degree of poverty, al-
though the coefficients approached statistical sig-
nificance. The labor force status and occupational
status of each older person apparently do not bear
formidably on the overall economic well-being of
the household. The levels of income of other
household members also have an effect.

People’s migration status did not predict their de-
gree of poverty. Although descriptive analyses
have shown households of migrants from metro to
nonmetro areas to be more affluent than non-
migrant ones, the distribution of the variable is
skewed in favor of nonmigrant households and
that may be a reason for the nonsignificant find-
ings. It may also be that, after the effects of age,
sex, race, and education are controlled, migrants
are no more or no less likely than long-term resi-
dents to be in poverty.

Among the residential variables, residence type
was the only characteristic having a large effect
on the degree of poverty of older people. Elderly
rural farm and nonfarm residents are more likely
to live in households below the poverty level than
older inhabitants of city or suburban residences.
The isolating characteristics of rural residence,
therefore, have some influence on the degree of
poverty of households in which elderly members
are present. The reason that metro or nonmetro
residence and region did not have large effects on
poverty may be their more diverse residential
mixes. Most nonmetro and metro counties have a
mix of rural and urban territories, and all regions
have a mix of residential types. Residential differ-
ences may not be as sharp among the elderly
population as was once the case, with more afflu-
ent people moving from metro to nonmetro areas,
to the South, and to other parts of the Sunbelt,
and with Social Security, Medicare, and other
transfer payments reaching people throughout the
country. Geographic distribution is still important



to the overall status of the household when the
comparison is between rural and urban/suburban
residence, however.

As to poverty status, it was concluded from the
data that the personal characteristics of older peo-
ple are more important determinants of economic
well-being than their residential attributes, al-
though rural or urban residence also affects the
status of households in which elderly members
are present. The independent variables explained
38 percent of the variance in poverty status. Espe-
cially important were living arrangements and, to
lesser degrees, race, educational attainment, mar-
ital status, and rural versus urban or suburban
residence.

Characteristics specific to individuals, and those
that reflect longstanding patterns for achieving so-
cial mobility and affluence in our society, were
predictors of higher personal incomes of older
people. As determinants of income; educational
and occupational attainment, labor force par-
ticipation, and the male role tradition of eco-
nomic dominance are consistent with status
attainment models for adults of all ages.

The regression results on poverty status show a
wider range of factors predicting whether elderly
individuals live in households above or below the
poverty threshold. Two characteristics specific to
older people, race and education, were related to
poverty status. Formal education was significant
in both equations, showing the degree to which
education influences economic well-being in our
society. Race, too, has historically influenced eco-
nomic well-being in U.S. society.

Most crucial, however, to older people living in
households above the poverty threshold is that
they live in family households. Living alone or
with nonrelatives is more likely to lead an older
person into a state of poverty. Women tend to
have relatively low personal incomes but are often
able to avoid poverty because they live with
spouses or other family members whose overall
economic status exceeds the poverty threshold.

The persistence of rural-urban differences in eco-
nomic well-being was shown in the poverty status
equation but not in the personal income equation.
It is not entirely clear why that was the case.
Poverty, as data indicate, is more widespread in
rural locations, and thus it is possible that wealth
is concentrated in fewer hands among rural resi-
dents than it is among urban residents.

Implications

America’s nonmetro population parallels an over-
all U.S. trend: its older population is rapidly in-
creasing in both size and proportion. Attention
needs to be focused on the problems of the non-
metro older population in view of these facts:
+ A disproportionate share of the U.S. older
population lives in nonmetro areas,
+ Rapid population growth of nonmetro retire-
ment counties continues into the 1980’s, and
* Many nonmetro counties have high concen-
trations of older people.

Older people are the leading users of medical ser-
vices in the United States. But, obtaining access
and availability to health care services often poses
problems in low-density, sparsely populated non-
metro communities, because sophisticated medi-
cal care is concentrated in metro centers. Isolated
nonmetro communities may be far from these ser-
vices and restricted in their ability to provide like
services in their own jurisdictions.

Conditions for older people are not uniform
across all nonmetro communities. Nonmetro re-
tirement counties, for example may be reaching
the point where they can achieve economies of
scale in providing goods and services because of
inmigration of relatively affluent people of retire-
ment age. Such retirees, who migrated from metro
to nonmetro areas, are better off economically
than the elderly populations they join. Their pres-
ence has probably improved local tax bases in
many nonmetro areas. Their higher and more se-
cure incomes from Social Security, pensions, and
investments stimulate retail and other business
activity in local economies.

Offsetting this situation is the fact that elderly
people who move from metro to nonmetro areas
have shown a preference for living in the rural
countryside rather than in towns. They have
placed themselves at relative disadvantage in ob-
taining goods and services offered in nonmetro
towns or adjacent metro areas (9). Traveling
greater distances to services may not present
problems for the younger elders who form the
major portion of the retiree migrant stream. None-
theless, once these people reach advanced ages,
become widowed, and decline in health, many
will likely face additional moves to be closer to
medical facilities or to their children.

One important question from a policy and pro-
gram development standpoint is how high-growth
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nonmetro retirement communities can best meet
the needs of elderly urbanite newcomers. The
higher incomes of newcomers stimulate demand
for goods and services and often drive growth in
parts of the country that are historically below
average in services and facilities for older people
and in community wealth. Strains on infrastruc-
ture are evident in retirement areas in which in-
creased demand has outpaced basic facilities and
services (16). In the short term, this facet of rapid
growth in the Nation’s elderly population may
present difficulties for many nonmetro commu-
nities.

Compared with conditions in nonmetro retire-
ment counties, conditions in the predominantly
farming-dependent areas of the Midwest and
Southwest where a high percentage of elderly are
concentrated are less bright. Businesses and ser-
vices have been declining in these areas because
of farm financial stress. Local tax bases shrank

as many families quit farming and as farm-
dependent businesses moved away (25). Shrinking
tax bases lead to cutbacks in public services, in-
cluding those for the elderly. Moreover, older peo-
ple in farm-dependent areas, who own a
disproportionate share of the country’s farmland,
have been directly affected by the sharp declines
in farmland values and rents. Falling land prices
and rents reduced both their assets and incomes
(5, 14).

Persons age 85 and more form the fastest growing
segment of the older population. Major concerns
are developing over their living arrangements,
health care needs, and low levels of income.
Among the oldest of the group, physical deterio-
ration, mental infirmities, and widowhood are
common. This trend suggests greater need for
nursing homes and alternative types of long-term
care. Because of the high cost of nursing home
care, policymakers are attempting to develop so-
lutions that include government-funded commu-
nity-based care and natural helper networks (6).

The disparity in income of the metro and non-
metro elderly has persisted over time, as it has for
metro and nonmetro residents of all ages. Social
Security provides a steady and rather secure in-
come source for most older people, and Medicare
is available to all older people who can co-pay
portions of their medical care. Because retirement
is closely tied to people’s earnings history, how-
ever, Social Security and other transfer programs
have not equalized economic well-being between
metro and nonmetro elderly any more than other
programs have in the income-earning years. Eco-
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nomic disadvantages of rural life are from the
cradle to the grave. And, when the greater isola-
tion and lower incomes of rural residents are
compounded by other disadvantaging characteris-
tics of the nonmetro older population, such as
less education, income can be quite low. How the
economic disadvantages of the nonmetro older
population can be eliminated is an income main-
tenance issue. It is a critical issue to be consid-
ered in the upcoming debates on national welfare
reform.

This research has shown that there are important,
persistent differences in the characteristics of non-
metro older people, and that some translate into
lower personal incomes and higher family poverty
rates. Conditions in rural areas and small towns
are more similar to conditions in large urban
areas of the Nation than they once were. Nonethe-
less, all meaningful differences have not ended,
nor are they ever likely to disappear. Small, spar-
sely settled communities will continue to impose
somewhat different conditions on their elderly in-
habitants, and find different solutions to their
problems.
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